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THE IMPORTANCE 
OF READING IN AMERICAN 
LIFE 
THE chief need of a democracy is an 
intelligent citizenry. This being the 
case, the two legs on which a de- 
mocracy stands are: the public schools 
which lay the foundation of an education; 
and libraries, books, and other printed ma- 
terials which are means of continuing edu- 
cation throughout life. 
When this nation launched itself on the 
huge experiment of providing an education 
for all the children of all the people, it did 
not vision its problem much beyond teach- 
ing children to read and write and do sums. 
Even this modest conception of an educated 
citizenry was accepted slowly and it requir- 
ed much more than a century after the sign- 
ing of the Declaration of Independence to 
secure adequate provision for elementary 
education in many sections of the country. 
In the meantime, the wise leaders and 
seers of our nation realized that ability to 
read, write, and cipher did not insure in- 
telligent citizens. Experience taught them 
that a wide range of information, right atti- 
tudes toward personal and group problems, 
sane judgments and good habits of think- 
ing, are equally important. In order to in- 
sure the development of these desirable 
traits, it was recommended that secondary 
education be provided for all children. Dur- 
ing the last fifty years high schools have 
been provided with surprising rapidity. To- 
day, a secondary education may be easily 
secured by a very large percentage of the 
boys and girls of the land. 
When the world war came on, this nation 
realized more clearly than ever before the 
need of intelligent, capable citizens. As a 
result there was such an influx into col- 
leges and universities that they were soon 
filled to overflowing. The leaders of the 
nation, resolved that young men and women 
should have the opportunity of a broad 
liberal education, advocated the develop- 
ment of junior colleges in local communities. 
During the last ten or fifteen years the stair- 
way of educational opportunity has been 
extended for many young people to and 
through the junior college. Whether or not 
junior-college education will be provided in 
time for all young people is an open ques- 
tion. Many statesmen, both in this coun- 
try and abroad, inform us that the step 
would be unwise and financially disastrous. 
Be that as it may, it is apparent that this 
nation is resolved to provide the very best 
education that it can afford for the citizens 
of tomorrow. 
In the past, America has relied almost 
entirely on schools and colleges in educat- 
ing its citizens. However, the fact has been 
forcing itself of late on the public mind, 
that the most that schools can achieve is to 
start young people on the road toward self- 
education. It is false to pretend that any- 
one can get an education entirely in schooh 
As Dorothy Canfield Fisher has pointed out 
"Schools, even the best schools, can give 
schooling only. Education must be mixed 
and seasoned with life experience, which is 
the one element no school can give and no 
young person can have." One of the great- 
est achievements of more than a century of 
effort in developing an educated citizenry is 
the clear realization that education is a pro- 
cess that continues throughout life. Ac- 
cording to this view, childhood and adult- 
hood form one continuous period of devel- 
opment. Each stage in this development has 
a character and quality of its own. It leaves 
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the individual better prepared, however, to 
live the next stage, and in turn all others. 
Since America has realized that education 
must be a continuous process, every effort 
has been made to provide means of en- 
couraging young people and adults to ex- 
tend their experience, to broaden their in- 
terests, and to improve their habits of think- 
ing. It has established libraries and muse- 
ums, organized lyceums and chautauquas, 
increased its publication of books, news- 
papers and magazines, stimulated the dej 
velopment of clubs and organizations of 
various types, and utilized the radio and 
movies as means of informing people and 
of stimulating an inquiring attitude of mind. 
The adoption of these steps has grown out 
of a recognition of the fact that every avail- 
able means should be utilized in the con- 
tinuous process of educating for citizenship. 
An analysis of the various activities involv- 
ed in the process of self-education reveals' 
the fact that reading and the use of books 
and libraries are without doubt the most 
essential means available. It will be ad- 
visable, therefore, to consider for a few 
moments the significance of reading in 
American life. 
One of the most striking evidences of its 
importance is found in the increase which 
has occurred during recent years in the 
number of newspapers and periodicals print- 
ed, From 1850 to 1880 the percentage of 
increase paralleled the increase in popula- 
tion. From 1880 to 1910 the number of 
copies published increased more than 500 
percent. During the same period the in- 
crease in population was less than 100 per- 
cent. Data from various sources indicate 
that interest in newspaper and magazine 
reading has continued to increase rapidly 
during the last few years. For example, 
the number of newspapers published daily 
increased from 28,000,000 to 32,000,000 be- 
tween 1921 and 1925, which was about three 
times as great as the increase in population 
during the same period. In 1927 there were 
seven magazines which had a monthly circu- 
lation of over two million each and sixteen 
magazines which had a circulation of over 
one million each. 
Another significant fact concerning read- 
ing in American life relates to the 
rapid development of libraries. The state- 
ment was made earlier that the public libra- 
ry and reading materials form one of the 
legs on which a democracy stands. Acting 
upon this faith "the modern library," says 
the American Library Association, "is be- 
coming more and more an active factor in 
keeping alert, open, and well-informed the 
minds of those who have ceased their formal 
education. Through the literature of emo- 
tion and imagination, it offers an enlarge- 
ment and enrichment of life; through the 
literature of knowledge, it promotes the 
growth of power, and of the ability to serve 
self and mankind." The service which the 
library renders begins in its work with chil- 
dren. "For them it is the chief gateway to 
•the world of books. The library supple- 
ments the instruction given in school and 
serves as a continuation school all through 
life. Through intelligent work with chil- 
dren, the library has the power ultimately to 
lift the thinking of a whole community to 
higher levels." 
A careful study of all the facts available 
shows that intelligent reading is a very im- 
portant means of familiarizing adults with 
current events, with significant social issues, 
with community and national problems, and 
with American institutions, ideals, and as- 
pirations. It is also an essential means of 
attaining vocational efficiency, of extending 
experience, of developing a broad outlook 
on life, of satisfying interest and curiosity, 
and of securing pleasure and profit during 
leisure hours. It follows that as boys and 
girls develop toward maturity they should 
become interested in those fields of thought 
and activity that characterize a good citizen. 
Units of instruction must be provided which 
relate specifically to such matters. Appro- 
priate books and magazines should be at 
hand from which they may acquire experi- 
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ence and satisfy interests. "Greater atten- 
tion must be given to methods by which in- 
terest in books and reading will be aroused 
among boys and girls. As long as books 
are looked upon merely as classroom tools 
they will not be accepted as friendly guides 
in the solution of life's problems, or as 
sources of pleasure and culture." 
The discussion thus far has emphasized 
the importance of reading in American life 
and its value as an aid in self-education. In 
order to appreciate clearly the obligation 
which the school and the home face in pro- 
moting reading interests we need to under- 
stand certain discouraging facts about the 
reading activities of children and adults. In 
this connection three facts will be empha- 
sized. The first is that the reading habits 
developed in school are discontinued by 
many young people as soon as they leave 
school. Careful studies of the development 
of reading interests show that they develop 
rapidly during the grades. By the time chil- 
dren are fourteen years of age practically 
one hundred percent are reading newspa- 
pers, magazines, and books. Studies made 
among adults show that whereas about 95 
percent read newspapers only 75 percent 
read magazines and 50 percent read books. 
A second fact is that the amount of read- 
ing done varies widely with the community. 
Studies of the causes of these differences 
show that good reading habits are closely 
related to the efficiency of schools and to 
the accessibility of reading material. The 
differences are even more marked among 
individuals within communities, the amount 
read varying with educational advantages, 
places of residence, the kinds of work they 
do, and the breadth of their interests. 
The third fact is that the kind of reading 
which young people and adults do is far 
from satisfactory in many cases. As far 
as newspaper reading is concerned, the gen- 
eral public prefers cartoons, photographs, 
items relating to sports, personal violence, 
disaster, and serial stories. With regard to 
magazines, a surprisingly large number of 
the sensational type are read, which describe 
impossible situations and which appeal to 
the baser interests. More than 50 percent 
of the books read are fiction, much of which 
is worthless from an educational point of 
view, if not positively harmful. 
The facts which have been presented 
show conclusively that the reading interests 
and habits of children and adults are in- 
adequate today in many cases. If educa- 
tion is to be a continuous process and if 
self-education proves effective, children and 
young people should acquire broad interests 
and strong motives which will result in 
permanent habits of independent reading, 
thinking and reflection. Furthermore, the 
character of the material read must be such 
as to extend the reader's experience, awaken 
new interests and stimulate better habits of 
thinking. Herein lie grave responsibilities 
of parents and teachers. It has been as- 
sumed in the past that the school alone is 
responsible for the intellectual development 
of the child. The fact is now realized that 
careful direction and stimulation are essen- 
tial both in the home and at school. Neither 
agency alone can secure the most satisfac- 
tory results. The steps taken by the one 
must both complement and supplement those 
taken by the other. Clear evidence of the 
validity of this position is found in thou- 
sands of cases in which the home and the 
school co-operate in stimulating interests, 
in providing opportunities for reading about 
problems of vital interest to children, in dis- 
cussing topics of educational value to chil- 
dren and adults, and in engaging in activ- 
ities which result in growth along desirable 
lines. In the light of these facts, what are 
the conditions under which wholesome in- 
terests in reading may be stimulated most 
effectively and education become in reality 
a process which continues throughout life. 
The first requisite is that the home pro- 
vide a wholesome reading atmosphere dur- 
ing the preschool as well as the school life 
of the child. This means that the parents 
should take genuine interest in reading, pro- 
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vide attractive books and magazines, and 
engage in interesting discussions of topics 
of an educational nature. A child is for- 
tunate indeed who is reared in such an at- 
mosphere. His first interest in reading is 
acquired unconsciously as he sees father 
and mother read and enjoy books and maga- 
zines. Being of an imitative nature, he soon 
begins to look through books and magazines 
and is attracted by the pictures. His inter- 
est in them is intensified, if father or moth- 
er, brother or sister, sits down with him 
frequently and explains the pictures to him. 
The next step is to read to the child the 
stories in the book that relate to the pictures. 
Parents who have followed such plans know 
how frequently the child brings the book to 
have a favorite story read or an interesting 
picture explained. If no one is free to help 
him, he often goes to a quiet corner where 
he looks with interest at the pictures and 
even attempts to read the stories. Not in- 
frequently, he actually learns to read as he 
attempts to satisfy an interest or a curios- 
ity. The child who is privileged to have 
such experiences usually enters school with 
keen interest in reading fully developed and 
with a strong desire to learn to read. 
I have commented somewhat at length on 
the early experiences of the child in order 
to emphasize the great importance of the 
influence of the home. What is true with 
regard to reading is also true concerning 
the possibility of awakening interest in 
music and art, in home duties and responsi- 
bilities, and in standards of conduct. Many 
parents little realize the extent to which they 
unconsciously mold the interests, cultivate 
habits of thinking, and determine the stand- 
ards of conduct of their children. In a 
study made recently to determine the in- 
fluences that affect the conduct of children 
and grown people it was found that the in- 
fluence of the home, and particularly of the 
mother, was stronger than that of the 
school, church, and other social agencies 
combined. Similarly the educational inter- 
ests and activities of the home determine 
to a surprising degree the extent to which 
reading, constructive thinking, and intellec- 
tual growth become a continuous process 
throughout the life of a child. 
The early school environment of the child 
is just as important as his home environ- 
ment. Fortunate, indeed, is the child who 
enters a school in which the teachers are 
keenly interested in children's stories and 
informational material and who have the 
capacity to inspire children to read about 
and to discuss the things in which they are 
interested both in and out of school. As 
aids in achieving these results, a reading 
table should be provided with an interesting 
variety of picture and story books which 
are changed at frequent intervals. Pictures 
should be hung on the walls with the poems 
or stories attached which they illustrate. 
Announcements should appear on the bul- 
letin board daily which stimulate the chil- 
dren to read independently. A story hour 
should be provided in which the teacher 
reads or tells interesting stories to the chil- 
dren at frequent intervals and in which 
similar activities are assigned to the chil- 
dren. Other periods should be provided in 
which the children gather around the read- 
ing table to look at interesting picture books 
or to read stories for sheer fun or pleasure. 
In the traditional classroom, it was consider- 
ed almost a crime for children to engage in 
pleasurable activities during school hours. 
We now realize that some of the most im- 
portant attitudes and habits which the school 
can cultivate may be established successfully 
only during such periods. This is particu- 
larly true in the case of reading. Only to 
the extent that the child realizes that read- 
ing will contribute to his interests and satis- 
fy his needs will he engage in reading ac- 
tivities independently, thus laying the foun- 
dation for continuous intellectual growth. 
The methods employed in teaching pupils 
to read are as vital as the atmosphere of the 
classroom. It was formerly believed that 
the chief aim in teaching reading in the pri- 
mary grades was to master the mechanics 
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of reading. With a new vision of educa- 
tional opportunities, the dominant aims to- 
day are to give children rich experience 
through reading, and to cultivate keen in- 
terest in reading activities. To these ends, 
the skilful teacher selects carefully the read- 
ing materials which are provided in order 
to be sure that they will contribute real 
pleasure or supply information in which the 
pupils are deeply interested. Furthermoie, 
attention is concentrated from the beginning 
on the meaning or content of what is read, 
and the reading periods are characterized by 
good thinking, profitable discussions, drama- 
tizations, and keen interest. As soon as 
pupils are able to read independently they 
should be encouraged to read books at their 
seats or the reading table during free peri- 
ods or special periods set aside for the pur- 
pose. A careful record should be kept of 
the. stories and books read and an effort 
made to establish a reasonably wide range 
of interests. 
While children are thus learning to read 
independently in school, the home should 
continue active co-operation. As a rule, 
the parents should leave to the teacher the 
technical responsibility of teaching the fun- 
damental reading habits. On the other hand, 
parents should continue to read and discuss 
stories with their children, should listen with 
eager interest to accounts of stories read 
in school and should at times ask them to 
read stories to or with them. As soon as 
the parents discover that a child is able to 
read independently, they should materially 
reduce the amount of reading which they 
do to the child in order to avoid the pos- 
sible danger that the child will develop the 
habit of depending on the parents too large- 
ly. By the middle of the first year, parents 
should begin to provide the child with a 
small library of interesting books placed in 
a convenient and well-lighted corner or 
alcove to which he may go regularly. This 
collection should include the world's best 
stories for young children, books relating 
to things in which the child is interested 
outside of school, and books suggested by 
the teacher which relate to problems in 
which the child is interested in school and 
which supplement the reading materials pro- 
vided by the school. A few dollars spent 
each year in providing children with the op- 
portunity to read interesting books in the 
home will soon pay for themselves a thou- 
sand fold in wholesome intellectual and rec- 
reatory interests which contribute to the 
continuous growth and development of the 
child. 
As children advance through the grades 
and high school, new problems present 
themselves both to the home and to the 
school. If reading is to prove most valu- 
able in the education of young people and 
adults, a wide range of reading interests 
must be cultivated. More than a quarter 
of a century ago, President Eliot of Harv- 
ard said that desirable types of interests in 
reading arise from wholesome interests in 
things. Experience amply justifies this 
statement. If children acquire reading in- 
terests in school which will function to ad- 
vantage throughout life, they must become 
deeply interested in reading about the facts 
and principles of history, geography, science 
and literature and must become deeply con- 
cerned with modem social problems and the 
means of solving them. If these results are 
achieved, the teacher of each content sub- 
ject as well as of literature becomes in real- 
ity a teacher of reading, in the sense that 
he stimulates keen interest in her subject 
and establishes the habit of reading inde- 
pendently in that field. There are many 
specific devices by which these ends may be 
attained. Only three will be mentioned 
here. 
First, the teacher herself must be keenly 
interested in her subject, must read widely 
in that field, and must recognize its inter- 
ests, problems and possibilities far beyond 
the scope of the material actually taught. 
While studying the problem of children's 
interests in reading during the last decade, 
I have become profoundly impressed with 
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the fact that the interests of children are 
determined to a large extent by the breadth 
of interest and information possessed by the 
teacher. May I give an example ? A teach- 
er of my acquaintance was teaching several 
selections of literature in which she frankly 
was not interested. The response of the 
class harmonized with expectation. Dur- 
ing free periods, however, she began to read 
to her pupils some of Riley's poems of 
which she was very fond. The children 
soon caught her enthusiasm, were inspired 
by her interest, and within two weeks filed 
more requests with the school librarian for 
Riley's poems than could be supplied even 
with the help of the public library. We need 
in our elementary and secondary schools to- 
day, and indeed in our colleges and uni- 
versities, inspiring teachers of broad inter- 
ests. As Baird has forcefully said, "Let the 
instructor be an enthusiast in his subject, 
alive to its latest developments, and with an 
active appreciation of the human values in- 
volved, and there will be little cause to com- 
plain about the barren brains of students." 
A second requisite is an adequate supply 
of reading material. As plans are being 
worked out in many schools today, three 
types of material are provided. First, a 
good text which outlines the major topics 
in sequential order that are to be studied. 
Second, a rich variety of interesting supple- 
mentary books and reading material which 
provide vivid details about the topics studied 
and which insure lasting impressions. For 
example, while children are studying geog- 
raphy, they should be privileged to travel 
in imagination through Africa with Livings- 
ton, to encounter the wonders of the polar 
regions with Peary, Byrd or Nobile, to play 
with the children of different lands, to visit 
the mines, the harvest fields, and the great 
industrial plants, thus learning how our 
needs are provided. As a result of wide 
reading of this type there develop interests 
and appreciations which determine to a large 
extent the child's attitude toward different 
people and nations and a clearer under- 
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standing of our obligations to them. The 
third type of material required is library 
books which are more or less closely related 
to the topics taught. These should be avail- 
able in the classroom or referred to on 
supplementary reading lists supplied by the 
teacher. When, for example, a science class 
is studying some of the facts pointed out by 
our great naturalists, the teacher may sug- 
gest to those most interested that they read 
at their leisure Muir's The Boyhood of a 
Naturalist, or Mills' A Thousand Year Pine. 
From incidental suggestions of this type, 
offered in different content subjects, have 
developed vocational and avocational inter- 
ests which have affected the entire lives of 
pupils. 
Another step which promotes the habit of 
independent reading is to provide opportun- 
ity for pupils to prepare reports on topics 
in which they are especially interested. For 
example, a class was studying the history of 
Europe during the middle ages. In addition 
to the regular group assignments, the teach- 
er encouraged each pupil to select a topic 
for special study in which he was keenly in- 
terested. One chose the homes of the mid- 
dle ages, another the musicians of that peri- 
od, and still another the types of architec- 
ture that prevailed. The reports which the 
pupils presented showed clearly that they 
had read widely, had thought clearly, and 
had broadened their interests. Such read- 
ing activities not only provide training of 
the type needed in adult life, but establish 
interests and habits which function through- 
out life. 
While the school is engaged in the con- 
structive activities described, the home has 
its responsibilities. The reading materials 
provided in the home or secured through the 
library should increase in variety with the 
child's broadening interests. In this con- 
nection, parents should inform themselves 
concerning the problems which are proving 
most interesting in school. Frequent oppor- 
tunity should be taken during meal time 
or in the evening to raise such questions 
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and to make such suggestions as the follow- 
ing : What problems are you working on in 
history now? Tell me about the adventures 
of the early settlers. Have you read about 
Boone's experiences in Kentucky and how 
the trails were made across the great plains ? 
Let us go to the library this evening to see 
what we can find relating to these events. 
Children need the interest and intellectual 
companionship of parents as well as of 
teachers. If education is to become a con- 
tinuous process and if wholesome recreatory 
interests are to predominate they must be- 
come living realities in the home life as well 
as in the school life of children. 
One of the surprising facts revealed by 
recent studies of reading is that few or no 
wholesome magazines for children are pro- 
vided in the home or in the school. To a 
very large extent children read what is 
found on the library table. In most cases, 
these magazines are either too mature or 
technical for the child to read or of a ques- 
tionable character for young people. Sur- 
prising as it may seem, thousands of boys 
and girls in this country are reading maga- 
zines at home which pollute their minds 
and which stultify wholesome interests. As 
parents and teachers we need to recognize 
this fact clearly and to provide for our chil- 
dren and pupils opportunities to read whole- 
some types of literature. At times, all chil- 
dren will show interest in objectionable 
types of literature. The solution lies not 
in suppression, but in stimulating stronger 
interests in wholesome fields. Studies which 
have been made show conclusively that the 
interests and tastes of young people can be 
elevated through direction and guidance. 
In conclusion may I restate the chief 
points which I have endeavored to present 
in this address? America needs an intelli- 
gent, educated citizenry. In order to achieve 
this result our nation has provided educa- 
tional facilities far beyond those even 
dreamed of by many nations. As the edu- 
cational stairway has extended, the fact has 
become clear that education is a life process 
and cannot be given ready-made by schools 
and institutions. One becomes truly educat- 
ed only as he continues throughout life to 
extend his experience, to broaden his inter- 
ests, and to think clearly and sanely. As an 
aid in this connection, wide reading and the 
use of libraries and other printed materials 
are of the greatest importance. As teach- 
ers and parents, our obligations are to stim- 
ulate and direct the reading activities of 
children along interesting wholesome lines. 
The members of the class of 1928 have 
unique opportunities in this connection. We 
believe they will make these possibilities 
living realities in their respective class- 
rooms. 
William S. Gray 
EARLY AMERICAN CHILD- 
REN'S BOOKS 
SIT cross-legged on the floor of an attic 
under the eaves of a humble farm- 
house seventy-five years old and look 
over the discarded juvenile books packed in 
a shabby leather trunk lined with wallpaper. 
By the gray light filtering through the one 
dusty little window you can browse through 
these dog-eared texts and follow your great- 
grandfather's youthful mental training. A 
book on orthography defines orchestra as 
"an apartment for musicians" and sym- 
posium as a "drinking together," and asks a 
child to spell useful words like testaceous, 
solstitial, and adscititious. A Child's Book 
on the Soul explains by dialogue what the 
soul is, the thought process, and whether or 
not animals think. You may even read The 
Gamut and Time Table, in Verse, for the 
Instruction of Children in the Rudiments of 
Music, by C. French, Published by Morgan 
and Yeager in Philadelphia in 1824, or Cob- 
webs to Catch Flics; or Dialogues in Short 
Sentences, published by Mahlon Day in New 
York in 1834. 
You can pick up interesting books pub- 
lished since 1840 or 1850 in many American 
homes where one family has lived for two 
